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Joseph Conrad Chamberlin was bom in Salt

Lake City, Utah, on 23 December 1898, the

first child of Ole and Mary Ethel (Conrad)

Chamberlin. Both of his parents were de-

scended from early Mormon pioneer families.

His father’s ancestry was mainly English,

while his mother’s family had English and

German roots.

His father died in 1911, leaving the family

nearly destitute. Being the eldest child in the

family, Joseph had great responsibilities

placed on him to help support the family and

assist in the care of his brothers, Philip and

Ole Wilbert, and sister, Dorothy. In 1914, after

completing only a year of high school, he left

school in order to supplement his mother’s

modest salary. For the next three and a half

years, he worked as a sheep herder and camp
tender on his uncle’s large sheep ranges, and

as a repairman and tester for a local company
making the radios of the day.

In October 1918, just before the end of the

First World War, Chamberlin was drafted into

the U.S. Army. Shortly afterwards, he was
stricken by the terrible influenza epidemic that

swept through the United States that year. This

developed into pneumonia, at which point al-

most all hope for his life was abandoned. With

so many men sick and dying and so few doc-

tors, all that could be done for most of the

patients was to make them comfortable and

leave them to die. However, a nurse took an

interest in Chamberlin and persuaded the doc-

tors to help him. His most serious problem

was a condition (empyema) affecting his left

lung. The treatment at the time was to remove
a rib closest to the affected lung in order to

collapse it. Despite the severe pain and trauma

of the surgery (he was too weak to be given

an anesthetic), he slowly began to improve,

and finally recovered.

After the end of the war. Congress passed

legislation allowing veterans to receive a year

of free tuition at an accredited school, to help

them return to civilian life. In the fall of 1919,

Chamberlin enrolled at the University of Utah,

taking preliminary courses in mechanical en-
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gineering. Although he had been seriously in-

terested in pursuing a career in the biological

sciences for quite some time, the family’s cir-

cumstances led him to choose what seemed to

be the quickest and most practical way to gain

a profession.

WhenCongress voted to revise the previous

legislation and allow veterans to obtain a full

four years of schooling for an academic de-

gree, Chamberlin’s uncle —the arachnologist

Ralph Vary Chamberlin —counseled him to

apply for a transfer to Stanford University to

study Entomology. Although he only had

about a year of high school, the usual entrance

requirements were waived because of his sta-

tus as a veteran and he was accepted as a

“Special Student” in the Department of Zo-

ology, majoring in Entomology.

At Stanford, he soon came under the tute-

lage of Prof. Gordon Floyd Ferris, who was
to become a lifelong friend. Although only

five years older than Chamberlin, Ferris al-
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ready had an international reputation as an en-

tomologist. The two men had similar back-

grounds and shared much the same outlook on

science. Ferris trained Chamberlin as a sys-

tematic entomologist, describing him as “an

excellent student, one of the best that we have

had here for many years.” The most obvious

sign of Ferris’ influence can be seen in the

development of his drawing technique. Cham-
berlin was soon producing illustrations with a

combination of artistry and accuracy that has

never been rivaled for pseudoscorpions. Fer-

ris’ influence did not, however, sway Cham-
berlin from his early passion for these en-

dearing animals.

“My interest in the false scorpions

dates from a chance encounter with one

while still a school boy in my home town
of Salt Lake City, Utah. I was busily en-

gaged in creating a miniature zoo of back-

yard jungle denizens —complete with pill

box cages provided with close set pins in

lieu of bars. Among the candidates for

this zoological garden was a queer flat-

tened tick-like creature with enormous
crab-like claws which it handled as dex-

terously as a boxer his gloved fists which,

to my unaided eye, they resembled.

I made a number of penciled sketches

of this mysterious ‘boxing bug’ showing

its various stances. It possessed an enor-

mous fascination for me, what with its

sudden alerts, its tentative advances, and

precipitate retreats. I never forgot it, in

spite of the fact that it was years before I

saw another representative —this time as

a sophomore student in entomology at

Stanford University in the fall of 1920.

My interest —and memory—immediately

revived, and now with books and micro-

scope at hand I was able to identify my
mysterious ‘boxing animal’ as a pseudo-

scorpion. That was the spark, and with an

inspiring teacher at hand in the person of

Gordon Floyd Ferris, I was encouraged to

find out ‘everything I could’ about these

little arachnids. .
.” (J.C. Chamberlin, un-

publ. manuscript).

After having been at Stanford for only a

year, he was invited to take part in the Cali-

fornia Academy of Science Expedition to the

Gulf of California, which lasted 87 days

(April 17-July 10, 1921) and sailed a total of

1811 miles (Slevin 1923). This was quite an

honor, since such invitations were usually

only given to promising graduate students. Al-

though nominally assistant to the entomolo-

gist, R Van Duzee, during the expedition,

Chamberlin was given much latitude to pursue

his own interests. He collected a wide range

of groups, reflected in the species named after

him (e.g., Bulimulus chamberlini Hanna (Gas-

teropoda), Centrioptera chamberlini Blaisdell

(Tenebrionidae), Jidda chamberlini Van Du-
zee (Hemiptera), Evagrus Josephus R.V.

Chamberlin (Araneae) and Euphorbia cham-
berlini Johnston). Naturally, he also found a

large number of new pseudoscorpions, includ-

ing the first known specimens of the remark-

able family Menthidae Chamberlin.

In 1923, he obtained his B.A. degree in En-

tomology “with distinction” and published an

important monograph of the lac insects (Coc-

cidae). The following year, he graduated as an

M.A., again in Entomology. The subject of his

master’s thesis was originally “The applica-

tion of graphical methods to a study of sys-

tematic biology, particularly systematic ento-

mology,” but this proved to be too broad and

was changed to “A revision of the higher clas-

sification of the arachnid order Pseudoscor-

pionida, as based primarily upon a collection

from the British Museumof Natural History.”

From 1924-26, he was an Entomology Assis-

tant at the University of California Citrus Ex-

perimental Station, located at Riverside, Cal-

ifornia. During 1926 to 1928, he was an

Instructor in General Biology at San Jose

State Teachers College (now San Jose State

College) in California, where he taught botany

and other courses in biology, including one on

the entomology of subtropical fruits. Cham-
berlin put a great deal of enthusiasm and vi-

tality into his teaching and was much appre-

ciated by his students. For a brief period

(1927-1928), he worked as a part-time

Special Investigator on the physiological ef-

fects of certain chemical sprays on living

plants for the California Spray-Chemical

Company, San Jose, California.

In 1929, he received his Ph.D. from Stan-

ford University. His thesis was published in

two parts. The first part was a series of sys-

tematic papers (1929-1930), in which the

classification of the order was redefined and a

large number of new taxa were described at

all levels. The second part was his famous
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monographic study of the comparative mor-

phology of pseudoscorpions, entitled The

Arachnid Order Chelonethida. Although com-

pleted soon after the systematic papers, prob-

lems at Stanford University Press caused a

two-year delay in its publication. However,

once published, this work radically changed

the way in which pseudoscorpions were stud-

ied. Its pages are filled with original insights,

abundantly illustrated with high-quality draw-

ings. It has inspired all subsequent students,

and is still the standard reference on the mor-

phology and evolution of the order.

The classification that resulted from these

studies remained largely unchallenged for

over half a century. It was not until the pub-

lication of Harvey’s (1992) cladistic analysis

that an alternative was proposed. The durabil-

ity of Chamberlin’s classification is due not

only to the quality of his work, but also to his

remarkably modem outlook on systematics.

Indeed, Chamberlin was one of the first to ar-

gue for what we would now call a phyloge-

netic (Hennigian) classification.

In an unpublished manuscript, quoted at

length by Ferris (1928), Chamberlin argued

that speciation was fundamentally dichoto-

mous and that each dichotomy in a phyloge-

netic system, whether it is named or not, is a

group or category of species. Each dichotomy,

in turn, is of equal rank: “One branch, for

example, might contain its full quota of eight

species, while its alternative branch might

contain but one. On this basis the single spe-

cies is genetically the equivalent of the other

eight.” These ideas were applied to his clas-

sifications of both lac insects (1923) and pseu-

doscorpions (1931), for which fully-dichoto-

mous, branching diagrams were presented,

with all taxa treated as terminal (non-ances-

tral). There is an exact correspondence be-

tween these diagrams and the classifications,

with sister groups being given equivalent

rank. The only element of modem cladistics

missing from his work was the concept of

synapomorphy, but even here, Chamberlin

recognized that negative criteria should be

avoided whenever possible, believing that

phylogenetic unity was revealed by “positive

morphological criteria.” It is not known
whether Chamberlin’s ideas influenced the de-

velopment of phylogenetic systematics, but it

would be surprising if Hennig had never read

Ferris’ (1928) Principles of Systematic Ento-

mology.

By the time his monograph was published,

Chamberlin had raised the number of recog-

nized families in the order from five to eight-

een. Anticipating criticism of “inordinate

'splitting,”’ Chamberlin (1929) argued that

the large number of new supraspecific taxa

was justified by the fact that only a small pro-

portion of the world’s species was known.

However, he also considered Chelonethi to be

a very ancient group. Writing to Hirst, in

1922, about the discovery of arachnid fossils

in the Rhynie chert, he said

“I hope your material has not yet mn
out and that ultimately a pseudoscorpion

may turn up in the same formation. I per-

sonally strongly incline to the belief that

they must have existed at least as early as

the middle Paleozoic. As you know there

are no known pseudoscorpion remains

from before the Oligocene (amber), and

hence discovery of true Paleozoic remains

would be a find of the first order. I cer-

tainly hope you are lucky enough to make
it.”

This remarkable prediction has been con-

firmed by the recent discovery of a Devonian

fossil, which is very similar to modern groups

(Schawaller et al. 1991).

In the same month that the monograph was
completed, Chamberlin accepted a position

with the U.S. Department of Agriculture in

June 1929, as leader of the Beet Leafhopper

Project at the Twin Falls Field Station, Idaho,

becoming Chief of the station in 1932. This

was followed by assignments to the field sta-

tions at Modesto, California (1935-1936) and

Corvallis, Oregon (1936-39). In 1939, he

moved to the Forest Grove Field Station, Or-

egon, where he was to spend the rest of his

career, retiring as its Chief in 1961. From
1937-1943, he was head of the Pea Weevil

Investigation and later of the Pea Insects In-

vestigations, which were later broadened into

a general study of insecticide application

methods. This involved studying methods of

applying insecticides from the air, a topic on

which he was invited to speak at the Tenth

International Congress of Entomology in

Montreal, in 1956.

During the summers of 1943-1946, he was
given a special assignment to study the insect
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Joseph C. Chamberlin (left) and Gordon E Ferris (right) at the 10th International Congress of Entomology,

Montreal, Canada, 1956.

fauna of the Matanuska Valley in Alaska, in

conjunction with the University of Alaska Ex-

periment Station, located at Palmer, Alaska.

Although Chamberlin’s career as an economic

entomologist was a distinguished one, he al-

ways regretted that his abilities as a teacher

and researcher could not be utilized more di-

rectly. Unfortunately, systematic research was
not a priority for the USDA and his requests

to be transferred to a less applied bureau were

to no avail.

Chamberlin was elected to membership of

the Phi Beta Kappa and Sigma Xi fraternities

in 1923; a Stanford University Fellow (1923-

24); a Fellow of the American Association for

the Advancement of Science in 1928; and a

Fellow of the Entomological Society of Amer-
ica in 1938. He was also a member of the

Oregon, Washington and Pacific Coast ento-

mological societies, serving on the publica-

tions committee of the latter. In 1962, he re-

ceived a citation from the Oregon Academy
of Sciences for his “outstanding service to the

field of Science.”

On 26 May 1923, Chamberlin married Cla-

ra Hya Gladstone, a young Russian woman
and recent emigrant to the United States. They

had five children: Laura Anne (1924), Phyllis

(1926), Mary Joan (1930), David Conrad

(1932) and Alice Ruth (1937). The marriage

ended in 1938, and six years later, in 1944, he

married Mrs. Charlotte May (Guerdan)

Young.

Despite his intellectual accomplishments,

Chamberlin was a very down-to-earth and un-

assuming man, a congenial host, kind and

generous to his friends and family, and pos-

sessed of great natural artistic gifts. As David

Malcolm put it:

“Joe was a warm, kindly, extremely

generous, and out-going man with a quick

wit and a delightful sense of humor. He
loved a good laugh. He loved life, his

friends (who were many), and his

work. . . He was meticulous and thought-

ful in all he approached, a gentleman, an

extremely productive scientist.”

Apart from his work and family, Chamber-

lin had a great variety of interests. He had an

encyclopedic knowledge of history, philoso-

phy and the great literature. He was especially

fond of reading poetry, and would often en-

liven conversations with recitations from
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memory. If he had so chosen, he could prob-

ably have become an outstanding writer.

Though he did not become seriously interest-

ed in photography until his mid-fifties, he

quickly became an accomplished photogra-

pher, winning many awards in various Color

Slide Salons of the Photographic Society of

America and attaining the status of a three-

star exhibitor. He also helped organize the

Forest Grove Camera Club, where he was al-

ways willing to pass on his skills.

As the years passed, his career and other

vicissitudes of life demanded an increasing

share of his time, severely limiting his work
on the false scorpions. His earlier systematic

papers had been planned as preludes to ge-

neric revisions of the families, but only two

of these, on the Tridenchthoniidae and Hyidae,

were to appear. Another difficulty was that his

later descriptions became increasingly de-

tailed and time consuming.

In the late 1950s, Chamberlin met David

Malcolm at a meeting of the Oregon Ento-

mological Society. When Malcolm, who had

recently completed a Ph.D. on phytophagous

mites, expressed an interest in working on a

different arachnid group, Chamberlin natural-

ly asked whether he had considered pseudo-

scorpions and invited him to his lab in Forest

Grove. This resulted in their collaboration on

the cavemicolous northern American pseudo-

scorpions that had been accumulating in

Chamberlin’s collection, a subject that had

been barely touched upon previously.

Beginning in the mid- 1940s, Chamberlin

started to experience the first symptoms of

emphysema (a little-known disease at the

time), which progressively worsened. The loss

of function in his left lung in 1918, now be-

came an overwhelmingly negative factor in

the course of this disease. In February 1961,

he was finally forced to take an early retire-

ment from his position with the U.S. Depart-

ment of Agriculture. A little more than a year

later, on 17 July 1962, he died in a hospital

in Hillsboro, Oregon, at the age of 63. His

pseudo scorpion collection-“-the largest ever in

private hands-™passed to David Malcolm.

This, together with Chamberlin’s unpublished

files and the collections of Malcolm and Ellen

Benedict, has recently been deposited at the

California Academy of Sciences.

In the preface to The Arachnid Order Che-

lonethida, Chamberlin expressed a hope that

it would “furnish a base or starting point for

the student of false scorpions similar to that

afforded by the various manuals of other

groups, among which we may specifically

note Williston’s Manual of North American

Diptera and Comstock’s Spider BookN It did

more than that. No other work on a major

group of arachnids has defined its subject with

the same clarity, conciseness and authority.

Chamberlin’s flair for the interpretation of

characters and the recognition of natural

groups has left an indelible mark; he deserves

to be remembered as one of the great arach-

nologists.
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